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Summary: During their mission to Wave, Sakura realises that the best 
way to get Sasuke-kun to notice her is to become a teammate he can 
trust, someone he and Naruto can depend on. So she vows to become 
that teammate, whatever it may take. Along the way, she realises that 
there are many more benefits to being strong than just Sasuke's 
attention. So many, in fact, that she begins to like it. 


1 . Chapter 1 

**hey people! thought I might return to this fandom, since it's been 
a while, this is nothing more than an experiment - 'one small change' 
was my first strong ! Sakura story, but I realise I might have ran away 
a bit with that one. so this one is different - I will try to make it 
as close to canon as possible - the only distinction at the moment is 
through my own view on how Sakura 's talents could've grown had she 
realised how lacking she was earlier on, and chosen to actually do 
something about it. ** 

**Hope you like it!** 

~k ~k ~k 


><p>Though her eyes never left the makeshift graves they'd dug for 
Zabuza and Haku, and her ears dimly registered Naruto 's sobs 
somewhere to her right, Sakura 's mind wasn't focused on the tragedy 
before her, but rather, on the events that had led up to it . <p> 

It was clear from the moment they'd left the Village and been 
ambushed by the two rogue ninja that, despite having been in the 
Academy for the last six years and despite having prepared diligently 
for becoming a ninja, Sakura was nowhere near ready for what the life 
of a ninja entailed outside of the safety and comfort of 
Konohagakure . As her mind wondered to the appearance of the Demon 
Brothers, she cursed her inattention to her surroundings: she had 
prided herself on her intelligence, something she had always used 
against Ino when the blonde had insulted her forehead or less 



developed figure, but then she had failed to connect the most basic 
of dots. And it wasn't even that she hadn't _noticed _the glaringly 
conspicuous puddle, nor that she wasn't aware that concealment jutsu 
like the one utilised by the Demon Brothers existed a€" they had, 
after all, been on the Academy syllabus. It was that she had 
dismissed the _first lone puddle since they'd left Konoha when it 
hadn't rained for over a week _in favour of admiring the grace and 
comfort with which Sasuke-kun had walked despite the fact that he too 
had never been outside the Village before. 

_Sasuke-kuna€ 

Her eyes strayed to her crush, to the slight rips in his shirt from 
where Haku ' s senbon had pierced, the scratches on his face and 
uncovered forearms. She had gotten to hold him after he'd escaped 
Haku ' s dome of mirrors, and her heart had done somersaults despite 
his damaged condition and the fact that he was barely conscious; 
those things had mattered little in her mind less than three hours 
ago, but now, in retrospect, she felt little more than 
shame . 

Because in order to hold Sasuke-kun, she had abandoned her post at 
Tazuna-san's side. If Zabuza had sent even _one_ clone after his 
target, Sakura would've singlehandedly failed their mission, reducing 
Kakashi-sensei ' s poor condition gained protecting them and 
Sasuke-kun 's transformation into a _pin cushion _to naught. 

And then even Naruto, idiotic, loudmouthed, dead-last Naruto had 
managed to save the day, while she had failed to even attempt to land 
a single blow on any of their opponents. 

Though her confidence and pride in herself as a kunoichi had grown 
since meeting Ino and being put on a team with Naruto, in light of 
the recent events, she couldn't help but think that said pride was 
misplaced. Because the only reason Kakashi-sensei or Sasuke-kun had 
even so much as _looked _her way during the fights on the bridge was 
to make sure she was still alive, and that she had protected their 
charge. Because they didn't trust her skill. Because she was a 
_liability__. Because even Sasuke-kun and Naruto had managed to 
cooperate and free their sensei during their first clash with Zabuza, 
despite being vastly outmatched by the missing-nin ' s skill and 
experience and sheer readiness to _kill_. 

While Sakura? Sakura had stayed within the safety of the shore, a 
meagre kunai drawn while her teammates and sensei were doing the work 
of legends. 

She had never felt as useless as she had in during the last 
week . 

And with that thought in mind, an idea bloomed, a small flame 
determination gently warming her insides: she would get Sasuke-kun to 
notice her, but not in the way as he had today. Not as something he 
needed to protect, because he knew she couldn't protect herself. She 
was beginning to loathe the girl who had spread the rumour that 
Sasuke-kun 's preferred type of girl was one with long hair, pretty, 
slim, confident, and all the adjectives Ino used to constantly rant 
on about; because she had ensured that she ticked every single 
metaphorical box, yet the most she had ever received in terms of 
acknowledgement had been "Hn. Annoying." 



Because Sasuke-kun didn't need a fangirl in Team 7. He didn't need 
someone shouting encouragement and telling him how amazing he was. 
Because his willingness to challenge a ninja whom he'd known nothing 
about apart from his loyalty to a renowned missing-nin to a 
one-on-one had shown that Sasuke-kun was more than aware of his 
prodigious skill and ability. 

What Sasuke-kun needed, she realised, with startling clarity and 
conviction, what had allowed him to cooperate with Naruto as if they 
had been teammates for _years_, was someone whom he could trust. And 
Naruto, for all of his ignorance to the basic things like chakra and 
alliances and first-year Academy material, had proven incredibly 
resilient, determined and most of all _trustworthy . _ 

In other words, everything that Sakura was not. 

"Hey, hey, Sakura-chan! Are you alright?" and Sakura became aware of 
a hand being waved in front of her face, and Naruto ' s concerned blue 
eyes were a lot closer than they should've been seeing as they were 
walking- 

Wait . They were _walking_? 

It seemed that in her musings, they had left the graves and were 
making their way back to Konoha, and a quick look around assured her 
that they had left the Land of Waves behind a long time 
ago . 

_Exactly how long was I out of it?_ 

Then, she realised that Naruto was still waiting for an answer, and 
she forced a small smile, waving him off. "I'm fine, Naruto, don't 
worry." Due to their proximity, she couldn't have missed the way the 
blonde's eyes lit up when she answered his question and didn't berate 
him to mind his own business. 

_Had I really been _that_ horrible? _ 

But Naruto had grown in her eyes over the course of the mission; he 
was still annoying in her eyes, still too loud and obnoxious and she 
found the fact that he kept asking her out discomfiting, but then 
again, he had been dependable during the time when she had faltered. 
And, if she were honest with herself, she couldn't begrudge him doing 
the same thing as she did to Sasuke-kun every day without sounding 
like the biggest hypocrite ever, so gritting her teeth and swallowing 
her pride, she took the first step towards her self-appointed 
task . 

"Hey, um, Naruto?" she called out, hating how her voice faltered as 
if unused to addressing the blonde like a normal person instead of 
shouting his name with ire. When his attention snapped to her, as if 
seemingly as disbelieving that she was _willingly talking to him _as 
she was, she soldiered on. "Good job, um, back there, with those, you 
know, those bandits." And she screwed her eyes shut, cursing herself 
for messing up the simplest compliment ever, but when only silence 
greeted her words, she carefully pried one eye open, finding that 
Naruto was all but _glowing _at the praise, a thousand-watt smile on 
his face. 



"Believe it, Sakura-chan! I'm one step closer to being Hokage ! " 


If he sensed her discomfort, he didn't comment, and for once, she 
found herself grateful. _Grateful to Naruto,_ she mused, _who 
would've thought. _And as he sped to the front of the formation to 
walk beside Sasuke-kun, leaving her yet again alone with her 
thoughts, another idea came to mind. 

_I won't just become a teammate for Sasuke-kun. Team 7 is a three-man 
squad. And NarutoaC | if Sasuke-kun trusts him, and is willing to work 
with him, then I will, too. Anda€ | I'll be a better teammate to both. 
Someone both of them can trust, can rely on. _ 

And then, her mind briefly drifting back to the fourth year in the 
Academy, when they studied the Will of Fire and what drives each 
ninja to be the best they can be, Sakura recalled a particular word, 
and she cast her eyes to the sky, the flickering flame of 
determination in her gut burning marginally brighter. 

_I will not be a liability to my teammates. I will not watch their 
backs as they race ahead, nor watch their battles from the sidelines. 
I will stand beside them, and I will be someone they can depend on to 
fight their battles with them. I will never let them get hurt 
protecting me ever again, for I will train until I will not _need 
_protection. That is my _nindo. 

~k ~k ~k 


><p>Sakura's mother had once remarked that once her daughter set her 
mind on something, she was stubborn as a mule and could not be 
discouraged easily. At the time, Sakura had bristled, for the 
qualities of a mule were far from the graceful and feminine persona 
she'd been aiming for to please Sasuke-kun. But now, she could sort 
of understand where her mother was coming from; she just slightly 
doubted that her mother, who was so in favour of her pursuing 
Sasuke-kun, but so against her chosen career path, would appreciate 
the new outlet Sakura' s mulish qualities had focused on: becoming a 
better shinobi . <p> 

For the duration of their journey back to Konoha, Sakura had worked 
out rough sketches of a plan for the next few weeks. She had always 
been a paper-ninja, a thinker rather than a doer, preferring to think 
or talk her way out of a troublesome situation than to fight her way 
out, which set her apart from her teammates. 

For over four hours, she had used every iota of that paper-ninja 
quality to figure out how she would go about getting closer to her 
nindo. So far, she had the first couple of steps: 

She had originally been sorted as a genjutsu type, yet she remembered 
how easily ensnared she was in Kakashi ' s jutsu that he'd subjected 
her to during the bell test. She didn't consider that overly alarming 
at the time, but with her new outlook, that vulnerability simply 
would not do. Her first stop was therefore in the library, as every 
Academy student was told that there were simple D and C-rank jutsu 
available to genin, though more advanced techniques became available 
as you moved up in the ranks. Despite that, Sakura had to guiltily 
acknowledge that she had not bothered to take advantage of her 
Village's resources until she had been physically shown the proof of 
her own inadequacy. 



The second was something she'd only discovered during this mission 
a€" and probably the only thing Kakashi-sensei had actually taught 
her, if she were to be honest and a bit bitter a€" her natural 
predisposition for chakra control. But even then, even when she found 
that what her teammates struggled with came to her as easy as 
breathing, she did not reach for the limits a€" she stopped on the 
first available branch instead of going to the very top of the tree, 
and she found that an apt metaphor for how all of her kunoichi 
training thus far had gone: putting just enough effort to get by, but 
nothing more, nothing out of the ordinary. 

When they arrived in Konoha, she had only stopped at home only long 
enough to drop her mission pack and take a quick shower, so she 
quickly found herself on the steps leading to the library. And 
suddenly, she realised that the disappointment and shame at her 
abysmal skill was gradually being replaced by excitement. Steeling 
herself, she pushed the door open, the flame of determination that 
had settled in her heart burning bright. 

_No more 'weak' Sakura. _She promised herself, and walked in. 

~k ~k ~k 


><p><strong>So yeah! Here's essentially the prologue. I have a vague 
idea of how I want this story to go, but don't expect frequent 
updates - exams are coming up so i'll be largely focused on 
that . <strong> 

**hope you liked this introduction, and if you have any questions, 
feel free to PM me or leave a question in a REVIEW :))** 


2 . Chapter 2 

* * so . I found some free time :))** 

**thank you for the positive response to the last chapter - hope this 
one is equally enjoyable!** 

~k ~k ~k 


><p>Sakura clutched the scrolls she'd been allowed to borrow to her 
chest like they were her children. They may as well have been, she 
reasoned, for all that she'd had to fight for them: from the moment 
she'd walked in, the jounin at the library desk had sent her a 
skeptical glance, his eyes traveling from her pink hair to her 
civilian clothes, a largely underwhelmed expression on his face, but 
Sakura stood her ground. It seemed that the only reason he hadn't 
kicked her out of the library nor denied her request was for the 
headband tied securely around her neck.<p> 

"I'd like to borrow some scrolls on genjutsu and chakra control 
please." she'd murmured, not breaking eye contact. The jounin had 
scoffed, the senbon in his mouth looking about to fall out, but he 
rose nonetheless and directed her to the appropriate shelves. It was 
only after she reached for the scroll clearly labelled 'False 
Surroundings' that she knew to be a D/C-Rank jutsu that the jounin 
finally spoke. 



"You look to be fresh out of the Academy. Have you ever cast a 
genjutsu on anyone before?" he inquired, his tone at odds with his 
eyes which maintained their cold sort of detachment. 

Sakura shook her head. "I was initially sorted as a genjutsu type and 
I've been subjected to one, but I never cast one." she admitted, a 
frown pulling on her brows. 

But it seemed that that was exactly what the jounin had been waiting 
for. "And how long did it take you to realise you were _in_ a 
genjutsu?" he inquired, not a hint of inflection nor judgement in his 
tone . 

Sakura winced. "Too long." she replied eventually. 

But the jounin only nodded and led her away, murmuring "At least 
you're honest." then stopped by a bookshelf a few meters over and 
pulled out two scrolls. "First thing you need is to learn all the 
ways of _breaking_ genjutsu. There have been cases when ninja have 
experimented without supervision and ended up inverting the jutsu on 
themselves, trapped in their own mind. Genjutsu is a subtle art, 
requiring excellent chakra control and intelligence - not only 
because of the deadly effect it can have on your enemies, but for the 
consequences it can have on you if you mess up." he handed her the 
two scrolls he'd pulled out as he moved to another shelf. "Before I 
let you lay so much as a finger on actual jutsu scrolls, I need to 
ensure you have the appropriate chakra control and breaking abilities 
to even _attempt_ the D-Ranks . " noticing her surprised expression, he 
gave a sharp chuckle. "They deck my pay every time a kid ends up in 
hospital for starting out too ambitiously." he admitted, a small 
smirk pulling at his lips as he dumped another three scrolls on 
Sakura 's waiting arms. 

The rosette frowned, eyes falling on one of the titles. "Excuse me, 
nin-san, but I can already walk up trees." she pointed out, surprised 
when his only reaction was a thoughtful hum before he pointed at the 
side of one of the bookshelves. 

"Then you should have no problem walking up that." he replied, smirk 
growning at Sakura ' s surprised expression, but she recovered 
quickly . 

And if he was a bit surprised that she didn't even bother to put the 
scrolls down, nor did she try the standard Ram seal most genin 
required to focus their chakra, he made sure he didn't show it, 
waiting long enough for her to make her way up and down the side of 
the shelf before he plucked the scroll out of her arms and replaced 
it with the more advanced stage of water walking. 

"Come back after you've read them all and expect to be quizzed. We'll 
see if you still think genjutsu is a good idea." then he frowned, but 
now Sakura could see hints of humour peeking out. "Now scram, I need 
to finish my crosswords." 

Shiranui-san, for that was the name she'd glimpsed on the plaque by 
his desk which she'd somehow missed earlier, was a _bizarre_ 
character, for lack of a better word. From his bandana to the ever 
present senbon and pretend indifference, she didn't really know what 
to make of him. Yet Sakura couldn't contain her excitement at the 
fact that he'd taken an active interest in what she'd initially 



predicted to be weeks of _solitary_ training - for some reason, she'd 
had reservations about going to Kakashi-sensei for help. And, she 
argued, allowing some of her earlier bitterness to come back, rightly 
so, since in the ten minutes she'd known him, Shiranui-san had shown 
more interest in her skills than Kakashi had during all those months 
he'd been their sensei. 

But bitterness didn't get anybody far, so upon getting home, Sakura 
deposited her scrolls gently on her bed then ran down to make dinner 
for when her parents returned from work, hoping to butter them up for 
what she was about to ask of them. 

If her parents were thrown by her request to go shopping the next 
day, they didn't comment on it, just asked, in that slightly reserved 
way they had treated her career as shinobi since the start, about how 
her first mission outside the Village had gone. Sakura decided to 
save them the tale of encountering a renowned missing-nin, and 
focused on something personal to her that she knew they could 
appreciate . 

"I decided to stop chasing Sasuke-kun, " she admitted, making her 
mother's eyes widen comically, but Sakura wasn't done. "I know that 
you're not... _comf ortable_ with me being a shinobi, but I think you 
might feel a bit better about it if I could prove to you that I can 
take care of myself." she concluded, chancing a glance at her 
parents . 

Her father looked contemplative, but agreeable, but Sakura 's mother 
openly scoffed. 

"I'd 'feel better' if you quit this silly dream of yours all 
together. Leave killing and the like to the men, 

Sakura-chan . " 

Sakura, despite not wanting to, winced. "With all due respect, 
kaa-san, but that isn't going to happen. I love my team, and they 
deserve someone they can trust to have their backs. So this isn't a 
passing fancy of mine, it's who I have to be." though Sakura was 
careful that her tone never changed to show how the remark had hurt 
her, she could see the effect her polite insistence had had on both 
of her parents. 

Her father whistled softly, and when Sakura 's eyes fell on him, he 
sent her a reassuring smile. "To be honest with you, Sakura-chan, I 
wasn't too keen on this either at the start. But if it's something 
that you want to do, and if you can promise to come back to us after 
every mission, I will always support you." Sakura felt her eyes 
watering at the gentle support, but a startled chuckle escaped her 
when her father leaned across the table and whispered in a 
conspirat ional tone "And between you and me, I'm sure that we can 
tide your mother over." 

Kakashi had given them the next day off, as time to "recover" from 
the mission before training started up again in earnest. Normally, 
Sakura would've spent the day styling her hair or working in the 
garden, but with her new resolve, she settled down in her room and 
got started on the first scroll. 


Before she'd met Ino, Sakura 's shyness and fear of getting bullied 
made her introverted by necessity, so she spent days upon days 



reading, being able to consume entire tomes in less than a day. She 
was pleased to discover she still retained that ability, taking notes 
of the key information while her eyes scanned the text and committed 
everything to memory until by mid afternoon, she was ready to return 
the scrolls to Shiranui-san and felt prepared for any questions he 
might fire her way. Decision made, she gathered the scrolls in her 
backpack and prepared to leave for the library, but then, her 
metaphor about the tree came to mind. 

Although Shiranui-san had only asked her to familiarise herself with 
the content of the scrolls, there was nothing that _prevented_ her 
from learning to walk on water. She had all the principles memorised, 
after all, but this entire situation had come from the need to 
broaden her skillset. 

_And_, she thought with some satisfaction, _neither Naruto nor 
Sasuke-kun can walk on water. _ 

With that in mind, she threw an extra top and a towel into her pack 
and set off, for once grateful that all of the training grounds 
seemed to be located near streams, as that made finding an empty one 
where she could practise undisturbed a lot easier. 

Dropping her pack by the riverbank, Sakura thought about everything 
she'd read about the technique: the fundamental difference between 
the river and a tree lay in the fact that the tree was stable and 
unmoving, while the river constantly flowed, and the chakra therefore 
had to be constantly adjusted as well. Mind made up, Sakura shed her 
dress, keeping to her shorts and undershirt, and carefully, carefully 
stepped on the water with one foot. 

An hour later, she was drenched and dripping with water, but 
_victorious_. Once she'd managed to balance on the water, the next, 
and arguably more difficult wall to overcome had been actually 
_moving_ - because moving meant cutting off the chakra supply to the 
foot, then filling up again with the perfect amount needed to stay 
atop the water. When she was satisfied that she could run across the 
surface almost as easily as on the ground, she climbed back on the 
riverbank and collapsed on the grass, letting the setting afternoon 
sun dry her. Her hair was wet and stuck to her face, she was flushed 
and panting and her chakra was almost completely gone, but Sakura had 
never felt as _accomplished_ as she did just then. She'd just 
mastered something by herself. Without being coddled or carefully 
instructed, she had made the first tottering step to being a ninja in 
her own right . 

Sakura let herself enjoy the warmth of the sun for a few more minutes 
before she changed tops and threw on her dress, then made her way 
over to the library, unable to keep the pleased smile off her 
face . 

Shiranui-san seemed surprised to see her back, putting his crosswords 
to the side as she pulled out the scrolls he had lent her. 

"Giving up already?" he asked, and she thought she sensed a hint of 
disappointment . 

Straightening her back and sending him a challenging look, Sakura 
grinned. "More like done already." she announced proudly, not missing 
the pleased glint that passed through the jounin's eyes. 



"Then you won't have anything against a little quiz, will you?" he 
smirked, mirroring her. 

He laughed at her expression - her eyes, although wide and innocent, 
were daring and yelling 'bring it!' 

So bring it he did. 

Genma had to hand it to the kid: she really did know her stuff. He'd 
been sceptical upon first seeing her, then intrigued by her request, 
then grudgingly impressed by her easy demonstration of a technique 
which not many genin were that proficient with so early on. But when 
she answered all of his questions perfectly after less than a day 
with the material he'd set her, he could see no further reasons to 
keep her from her original goal . 

"Alright." he announced when he could no longer come up with any more 
questions. "Let's see about those scrolls on genjutsu you wanted 
yesterday." and if her brilliant grin made him turn around to avoid 
her seeing his answering smile, well. He'd always been mocked for 
being a softie at the jounin HQ, but he'd be damned if he let a 
_genin_ know that . 

~k ~k ~k 


><p>After clear instructions that she were only to familiarise 
herself with the text and not try any of the techniques out at any 
cost, Sakura trudged back home, arms shaking with the weight of the 
scrolls . <p> 

It seemed that the second she'd convinced him that she was serious 
about it, Shiranui-san had no more reservations about dumping on her 
everything he thought she could handle. Which was how she found 
herself carrying an array of scrolls with everything from a False 
Surroundings genjutsu to Demonic Illusion: Hell Viewing Technique and 
Hazy genjutsu, and an array of jutsu which simply messed with one the 
opponents' senses. 

Shiranui-san ' s words ran through her mind like a mantra: 

><em>"Unlike ninjutsu or taijutsu, genjutsu can be reverse 
engineered; knowing how to break it and what signs to look for 
actually allows you to avoid those pitfalls when casting your own. 
Best thing to keep in mind is to imagine yourself on the receiving 
end of the image you're planning to project - if you can immediately 
see a way out of it, unless you're confident that your opponent's 
skill with genjutsu is truly abysmal, don't cast it."<em> 

But that had led her to the question of 'but then how will I be able 
to know if I can cast something successfully? ' 

Shiranui-san had looked surprised at the question, as if he wasn't 
expecting her to see beyond the immediate task, but his answer had 
made her heart race. 

_"If you come to me with one of these techniques within the week. 

I'll kindly serve as your guinea pig." he volunteered, smirking at 
her surprised gasp. "I'm confident enough in my genjutsu dispelling 
to manage a genin." he snorted. "Though ideally, you would want to 



learn the Shadow Clone technique; not only do they have chakra of 
their own which can be tampered with, but they can give you feedback 
on what the illusion was like before you dispel them. But that's a 
really advanced technique so you'd better hope you can find someone 
who'll let you experiment on them."_ 

So Sakura had gone home, deposited her scrolls on the bed, had dinner 
with her parents, and then dragged her mother out to the Village in 
search of a more practical outfit. 

She'd explained to her mother that dresses had the unfortunate habit 
of getting caught and inhibiting movement, and that had been enough 
for the Haruno matriarch to pull her daughter into the best ninja 
clothes shop in town to find her a new outfit which would not pose 
the risk of killing her. 

Two hours later, Sakura trudged back home loaded with bags, legs 
hurting more than after a training session with Kakashi-sensei . She 
had come to the distinct realisation that her mother knew _everyone_ 
and could haggle her way out of a life or death situation. She 
unpacked all her bags and took in everything they had purchased: 
essentially, they just bought several copies of the same outfit a€" a 
dark olive long-sleeved turtleneck shirt, a sleeveless navy haori and 
charcoal shorts which stopped above her knee. Overall, it was similar 
to the jounin uniform, only the colours were reversed, and instead of 
the flak jacket, she had a haori with a _lot_ more pockets sewn onto 
the lining inside. 

"I've been meaning to take you out shopping, Sakura-chan. " Her mother 
had announced on the way back. "That red really wasn't doing you any 
favours, and you should have seen yourself with that turtleneck; it 
does _wonders _for your eyes." And Sakura had chosen to laugh instead 
of point out that the reason behind her wardrobe change had not been 
aesthetic. Because this was the closest mother and daughter had 
gotten to a compromise when it came to Sakura 's career choice, and 
she was worried that she'd spook her mother at the first mention of 
'ninja stuff'. But her worries were misplaced, as it seemed that 
fashion was a universal language amongst women, regardless if they 
used it to look good or be more efficient killers. 

The scrolls Shiranui-san had had her study had only served to prove 
what Sakura had already known; that genjutsu affected the cerebral 
nervous system and could stimulate all five senses at once, if cast 
properly. What the theory scrolls hadn't told her was that she could 
layer her illusions like an intricate spider's web once her opponent 
was already trapped in the first layer. 

So Sakura set to work, reading through the scroll labelled 'Demonic 
Illusion: False Surroundings Technique' excited about the potential 
of learning her first C-Rank jutsu. When evening rolled around, her 
eyes were drooping, but she was satisfied with the notes she had 
taken, memorising the seals, application, derived jutsu which she 
took note of to study later and what senses it affected the most. 
Allowing herself a last pleased, satisfied smile, she promptly passed 
out . 

~k ~k ~k 


><p>Training the next day wasa€ <em>eventful<em>, to say the 
least . 



She thought Naruto's jaw would remain permanently broken after it hit 
the ground when he saw her new outfit and her hair in a high ponytail 
as opposed to its usual free style. Though neither Sasuke nor 
Kakashi-sensei were there when she arrived, she sat beside the 
blonde, sending him a small smile and trying to ignore the twitch 
that formed in her brow when he would _not . stop, gawking. _ 

And then, an idea hit her. 

"Hey, Naruto?" she asked cautiously, waiting til his attention was 
fully on her. "Those clones that you can makea€ | they're Shadow 
Clones, aren't they?" at his nod, she grit her teeth and shouldered 
on. "That's a really advanced technique. How'd you learn it?" 

She suffered through the long and unnecessarily dramatic description 
of the night of Naruto's graduation, though she admitted to being 
grudgingly impressed that he'd been so successful (she also may or 
may not have wanted to pummel Mizuki-sensei into next week but that 
was neither here nor there) . 

"Say, NarutoaC | " she hesitated, remembering what Shiranui-san had 
told her. "Would it be possible for you to lend me one of those 
clones? I want to try something, but it's too dangerous to try on an 
actual person." She revelled in his shocked expression, though she 
kept her fingers crossed that he'd agree. 

"Sure, Sakura-chan! Though, uh, would you mind if I took a nap? I'm 
beat!" and Sakura couldn't help the chuckle that escaped her, 
startling Naruto into a hesitant grin, as if he couldn't believe her 
reaction. She silently vowed to be nicer to the blonde, especially if 
what she was planning would work. 

"Yeah, no problem. I'll wake you when Kakashi-sensei comes." Then, 
just before he made the handsigns, she stopped him. "The clone won't 
dispel when you go to sleep, will it?" 

Naruto scratched the back of his head. "Eeh, I haven't thought of 
that actuallya€| but it shouldn't! And if it does, you can always 
wake me up, Sakura-chan!" and before she could say much more, a 
carbon-copy of Naruto appeared beside her, same blinding grin in 
place . 

"Hey, thanks for-" she turned to say, but the real Naruto was already 
asleep. "Alright then." She laughed. 

Then, her attention turned to the clone. _Let ' s go._ 

~k ~k ~k 


><p>It was another two hours before Sasuke appeared, and if he found 
the fact that Naruto was snoozing while Sakura alternated between 
conversing with his clone and appearing to be in a meditative state, 
he didn't comment. Instead, Sasuke sat down a few metres away from 
Naruto and took to ripping up patches of grass before he too was 
consumed by sleep. <p> 

Sakura meanwhile was making progress. 

She was _actually _making progress. 



If not for her pride, she would've been ready to kiss Shiranui-san ' s 
feet next time she saw him for suggesting she practise with a Shadow 
Clone a€" clone Naruto, while retaining the same unwillingness to sit 
still for longer than five minutes at a time as the original, could 
actually give very detailed reports of what it was like in the 
illusion . 

Sitting cross-legged across from him, Sakura had quickly discerned 
that the blonde had no idea how to go about dispelling genjutsu. But 
she was nothing if not adaptable, so when her first question of 'how 
long would it take you to break it?' after she successfully cast and 
broke the genjutsu herself had resulted in about as much 
comprehension as if she had asked it to a wall, she settled on a much 
simplified: 'could you tell something was wrong?', 'were any of the 

surroundings vastly different?', 'could you seea€ | ? ' which had given 
her important pointers to work on. 

It seemed her imagination played a big part in how convincing the 
genjutsu was: if she forgot to add a particularly big bush, or forgot 
about Sasuke-kun's snoozing figure, clone Naruto would notice and 
hold up the two fingers they had agreed on as the universal signal of 
'break it'. So Sakura experimented a€" she'd change the scene from 
the training grounds, to her house, to Ichiraku's and the Missions 
office, places she could remember well. But then, she took it 
further: she had the clone close his eyes so he wouldn't know exactly 
when she cast the genjutsu, and tried her best to recreate the scene 
_exactly _as she could see it, only from Naruto ' s perspective. But 
this time, she got up, ignoring clone-Naruto ' s confused "Hey, 
Sakura-chan, why haven't you cast it yet?" when he opened his eyes, 
though it made her want to dance in victory. For in the clone's mind, 
she'd made it so it looked as if she had not moved. 

Whereas in reality, Sakura danced behind the still-sitting clone, 
pulled out a kunai and held it to its throat, then carefully 
dispelled the illusion. The resulting twitch of the clone's body when 
it realised the cold metal at its neck made it clear that she'd been 
successful, but before she could ask for feedback, she sensed 
Kakashi-sensei close by, so without thinking of the consequences of 
her actions, she slit the clone's throat and let it poof out of 
existence, ignoring real Naruto ' s disoriented flail as she turned to 
face the direction she sensed Kakashi from, smiling when he appeared 
not two seconds later. 

"You're _LATE_! " 

~k ~k ~k 


><p>The following five days passed in much the same way: Sakura would 
come to training an hour early, find Naruto already there, ask him 
for a Shadow Clone and promise to wake him up before Kakashi-sensei 
came (though she had laughed at his grouchy "you don't need to 
<em>kill <em>my clones, Sakura-chan, I can just dispel them once I'm 
awake! Jeez!" after the first time) and go practise whatever genjutsu 
she'd read about the previous night on the poor clone. It seemed that 
real Naruto only got a fraction of what his clone experienced, and 
Sakura was glad, for she didn't really like the idea of having to 
explain her sudden interest in genjutsu. 


By the end of the week. Team 7 had gone through training sessions and 



a few more D-Rank missions for good measure, and Sakura finally found 
herself on the steps leading to the library, pleased that she had 
managed to master not one, but all of the genjutsu in the scrolls 
Shiranui-san had set her before his deadline of 'within a week' ran 
out . 

"Damn, and I was really hoping to weasel my way out of having to see 
the greatest fear that dwells in my heart." The librarian drawled 
when he spotted her, though Sakura now knew that it was all in good 
humour. "Guess you want me to hold up my end of the deal, eh, 
pinky? " 

Though her eye twitched at the nickname, she nodded. "Yes. Would you 
rather I try it here, ora€|?" she trailed off, unsure a€" she hadn't 
actually thought that far ahead. But Shiranui-san saved her from 
embarrassing herself anymore and waved her off. 

"My shift ends in half an hour. If you wanna hang about, we could go 
to the training grounds and then you could do your worst." He 
suggested, lips forming a smirk around the ever-present 
senbon . 

"Yeah, I'd like that." She agreed, a smile finding its way onto her 
face despite herself as she made her way to the bookshelves on chakra 
control, plucking one scroll out and settling by a kotatsu to read it 
while waiting for Shiranui-san ' s shift to end. 

~k ~k ~k 


><p>Genma told himself that he wouldn't approach things with 
preconceived expectations a€" he could simply not afford to do so in 
his line of work.<p> 

But he'd admit that he didn't expect the pinkette to come back to the 
library within the week he'd set her. He'd seen many hopeful genin, 
hoping to improve like her, only for their determination to run out 
the second any sort of challenge came up. So he'd been pleasantly 
surprised when she showed up again, her gait somehow more confident 
than before. 

Nevermind, so he got one assumption wrong; it wasn't like a D-Rank 
technique was really that much of an achievement anyhow. 

Still, despite being proven wrong once, he still assumed that she'd 
only have mastered one technique. 

So he was not prepared, when they finally made their way to one of 
the less frequented training grounds that she'd suggested, to be 
ensnared in a near-perfect False Surroundings genjutsu, which, when 
he broke it confidently, presented a sight he'd never wanted to see 
again, and only through the swirling of leaves in the previous scene 
had he realised what had transpired and kept enough presence of mind 
to cut his chakra _again_. 

Only to realise he had to do it _two more times. _ 

Because somehow, the absolute beginner at any form of genjutsu, had 
used her meagre array of low-rank techniques to form a multi-layered, 
sensory-overload mega-jutsu. 



When he finally broke free of the last layer, he glared at the 
hopeful pinkette in the most accusatory way he could muster. 

"You cheated." He grouched, his ego cowering in the corner when his 
petulant tone startled a bell-like laugh from the girl who was almost 
twenty years his junior. 

But inwardly, Genma smirked. _She hadn't given up. _ 

~k ~k ~k 


><p>Despite her success with Genma-san (as she'd found out 
Shiranui-san wished to be addressed) Sakura was totally unprepared 
for the next day, when Kakashi-sensei came to training on time, 
cutting her session with one of Naruto ' s doppelgAnngers before it 
could even begin, and announced, in that cheerful way of 
his ; <p> 

"I've signed you up for the Chuunin Exams." 

~k ~k ~k 


><p><strong>there you go!<strong> 

**I simply like Genma too much to keep him out, and also, I've seen a 
couple of stories where Sakura realises she needs to get better and 
finds some high-level ninja who somehow has enough time and effort to 
fully train her from scratch that I was like "y'know what, nah" 

* * 


**the reason why Genma was in the library and not in the field will 
be revealed shortly. ** 

* * As always, if you have any questions you'd like answered or don't 
like something, feel free to PM me or REVIEW!** 


End 
f ile . 



